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P ap olotes/K ites
by Virgil Suarez

Next door to El Volcan bodega
run by El Chino Chan, my father
bought the kites made by Chan's
brother, a man without a name,

\

without a country, who made kites
by the hundreds and hung them
from the rafters of the ceiling
of his kite shop. Rumor had it,
the man fled China young
to avoid Mao’s Communism.
He supposedly was a great painter
back in his country, but here
in Havana, he made kites,
these hexagonal shaped kites
made of rice paper, which cost
up to five pesos, or higher

I

depending on the size, color,
shape, and front painting.
I visited the shop a couple
of times with my father
who sometimes didn't want
to spend the money
on the papalotes I chose.
1 chose them fast, because
they were all fine, amazing
rather, breathtaking in color.
I liked the ones with the dragon
heads painted on them,
fire-breathing, wide-eyed,
gold- and silver-scaled,
but what 1 liked best
was to be able to inch my way
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closer to the table where Chan’s
brother worked, surrounded
by the paints, inks, ribbons,
thin colored papers he cut out
from, the smell of the starch
glue he kept warm by the table,
the spools of string, everything
there. Chan’s brother kept
his distance, didn't appreciate
the scrutiny. If you got too close,
he tapped you on the head with a ruler.
He drank tea, the steam rose into
his chestnut-colored eyes
and made them look sad, moist
as though he was always crying.
His hair was always combed
and oiled. He sat at his table
and drew these continuous lines:
egrets by a nver’s edge, a tiger
about to leap, a fighting rooster.
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Then, one day the shop closed
and never reopened. Chan’s
brother disappeared. Who
knew what happened? Chan
couldn’t say. For days it is said
Chan didn’t speak, and when
he did it was only to complain
of his slow and nosey customers.
Rumor had it Chan’s brother
had left for the United States.
You could still see all the kites,
everything where the man left them.
Me, 1 had a couple of magnificent
kites, ones called generates
& comandantes. Big, tall,
the kind that when you flew
them tugged at you
much like a current,
a hard undertow
like this memory now
of Chan’s brother
and his wonderful kites.
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